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outwardly uncharacteristic Two Nocturnes very 
literally so, with post-operative drugs still bending 
reality out of shape – was Max’s own last island, 
his version of Prospero’s gestures of renunciation 
and enfranchisement, his version of McKenzie’s 
return to boyhood dreams of adventure. It’s 
typical of Max, and a useful corrective to any 
impression of him as a solitary, that so much 
of his output, including most of the works on 
the present album, was made with specific 
performers in mind. His three-decade association 
with the Hebrides Ensemble became one of the 
warmest of his career (which is to say not a little 
given how closely he worked with the Scottish 
Chamber Orchestra, the BBC Philharmonic and, 
earlier, with his own Fires of London). He told me 
he liked the sense that the Hebrides players ‘offer 
me everything I might need. They’re like the crew 
of a ship that comes into harbour now and again 
with supplies. And not just the bare essentials. 
There are always surprises, little treats that one 
isn’t expecting’.

One senses that throughout the music here: a 
steady to-and-fro dialogue between the mind 
of the composer and the skilled realisations 
of the players. One senses also, at moments, 
an older man’s return to past scenes and 
influences. Is it too imaginative to hear again 
some of the ideas of Max’s former teacher, the 
now underrated Goffredo Petrassi, with whom 
he studied in Rome as a 22-year-old in 1956? 
Petrassi’s easy blend of Webernian algorithms, 
folk tunes and sacred hymns has surfaced now 

The orchestra’s principal cellist at that time – 
and the dedicatee and first interpreter of the solo 
part of Strathclyde Concerto No 2 (composed 
in 1987 and premiered in Glasgow in February 
1989) – was William Conway, whose subsequent 
founding of the Hebrides Ensemble in the early 
1990s led, as his own note below indicates, both 
to performances of those earlier Davies works 
which could be made to fit the Ensemble’s 
line-up and, more importantly still, to the creation 
of a body of work which is at the centre of what 
came to constitute Davies’s late style.

*      *      *

When I was seventeen I was taken by my father 
to meet Sir Compton McKenzie. The aging 
writer was frail and bedridden. Lying underneath 
a large counterpane piled with books and 
papers, he looked like a grizzled child. I told 
him that I had recently made a first visit with a 
schoolfriend to ‘his’ island of Barra. He lit up and 
for half an hour spoke in quiet but passionate 
voice about his lifelong love of islands. He was 
delighted that I had read and loved Walter de 
la Mare’s Desert Islands and Robinson Crusoe, 
a book he greatly admired. Then he sank back 
tired and, stroking the bedclothes, said: ‘This, 
you could say, is my last island. I live on it like 
Crusoe.’

There are a number of striking similarities 
between McKenzie and Davies. Both were 
Englishmen who fell in love with Scotland and 

Notes on the music

Think of Sir Peter Maxwell Davies’s music, and 
one tends to think of large-scale orchestral 
writing: a magnificent procession of symphonies 
that evoke and reflect his surroundings, whether 
the cliffs of Orkney (notably in the final cadence 
of the Second Symphony, whose writing 
seemed to trigger or to anticipate an apocalyptic 
rockfall opposite Max’s window) or the Antarctic 
regions evoked in the Eighth Symphony, where 
the breaking of ice along a ship’s side is the first 
sound we hear. Both works, though, and the 
remarkable sequence of Strathclyde Concertos 
that came between, are essentially about the 
confrontation and sometimes opposition of the 
outsize natural world and the human, and about 
the ability of the human to grasp and transform 
dimensions far beyond its own. Though 
professedly an atheist in his younger days, 
Max seemed in later years to espouse a more 
regretful agnosticism that saw him draw again 
and again on the material and the symbology 
of sacred music. It’s evident in the plainsong 
Alleluia that underlies the Oboe Quartet 
recorded here, and in some of the hollowed-
out resonances of the magnificent Sonata for 
Violin and Piano, surely one of the greatest of 
his later works.

These, of course, are chamber works, very 
different in scale from those grand orchestral 
constructions. Yet they arise, like the majority of 
works on this album, from a relationship which 
was initiated by Max’s work from the mid-1980s 
onwards with the Scottish Chamber Orchestra. 

her islands, and made their homes there for a 
time. Both were knights of the realm who had 
set aside a certain oppositional reluctance to 
embrace aspects of tradition. Both, to borrow 
another insight of de la Mare’s, had the kind 
of imagination that is balanced between the 
logical, deductive thinking of adulthood and the 
more intuitive and inductive vision of the child. 
De la Mare understood that while most minds 
undergo a transition at some point or age from 
the one to the other, a special few retain the 
vision of childhood late into their lives. ‘They are 
contemplatives, solitaries, fakirs, who sink again 
and again out of the noise and fever of existence 
and into a waking vision.’

Davies had little time for the more febrile aspects 
of modern culture, but, as he told me on the 
BBC in 1996, he didn’t like the notion that he was 
a modern hermit who had retreated from the 
world entirely. ‘That makes me sound like one of 
those chaps who sits on a pole in the desert … 
which I ain’t!’ Nor was he a fakir, though he had 
some inklings of magic, the way a child has. His 
solitariness was restricted to the creative realm, 
where he assembled a body of music which 
owes little to schools or ideologies and much to 
a particular cast of mind playing over the whole 
world of sound. Much, too, to the untempered 
world of rocks and stones, people and places, 
ideas and beliefs.

It’s possible to argue that chamber music, much 
of it made under the shadow of sickness – the 



Notes on the music A note from the Artistic Director

years: harmonic spaces which seem to disobey 
normal musical geometry and which are cut 
through by unexpected irruptions of sound, as 
with the pairs of fortissimo repeated notes which 
punctuate an otherwise dramatically hushed 
viola line two and a half minutes into the String 
Trio. (‘The interruptions possibly talone,’ Max 
writes in the score – ‘or at any rate, brutale’: such 
a characteristic instruction!) Set these alongside 
the violin’s restless rising figures at the start 
of the preceding fast section, and a mood of 
chastened joy and optimism seems to stalk the 
music, the poignancy of a spirit dealing with 
physical withdrawal and pain but still aware, and 
responsive, and communicative.

As his admirers and friends have always 
recognised, Max combined an outward reticence 
with a deep inward warmth. His intuitions about 
people sometimes failed him in ‘real life’ but 
never in music, and his reliance on interpreters 
like the Hebrides Ensemble confirmed his belief 
that music, however totalised in the maker’s 
imagination, is never fully realised until it is in the 
hands of a skilled and sympathetic interpreter. 
These recordings, which inevitably sound a 
plangent note given Max’s passing in 2016, are 
glowing dispatches from the place where the 
sun dips toward the horizon and rises again, as 
it did every summer of his Orcadian sojourn, and 
does still.

© 2017 Brian Morton

and again in Max’s mature practice, but does 
so notably here in the Oboe Quartet and in the 
dreamlike landscape of the Nocturnes. Returning, 
too, are more secular memories, like the voice 
of a prisoner belting out a folk song from behind 
the walls of a Roman prison. This is the memory 
reawakened in the Sonata for Violin and Piano in 
the course of an imagined walk across a virtual 
city – a utopic journey free from congestion, 
violence and smog – all the way from Francesco 
Borromini’s Oratory of Saint Phillip Neri to the 
heights of the Janiculum Hill. It’s said to offer the 
best view of Rome and its architecture, but it is 
also a location associated with Janus. Perhaps it 
is under the sign of this god that we might best 
make sense of the present sequence of music, 
which looks back deep into Max’s past, but also 
forward with the foreshortened perspective of 
impending mortality and the teasing possibility 
of an afterlife – for the music if not for the 
soul. Nearly all the pieces gathered here have 
something of that double perspective: joy and 
sombreness, hope and an elegiac twist, all 
summed up in the delicate, almost precarious 
balance one can hear in the softer passages 
of Lullaby (the earliest piece included here, 
premiered by William Conway and the violinist 
Rosemary Ellinson in Edinburgh in March 1991). 

Borromini’s troubled imagination – he committed 
suicide in 1667 and was quietly buried in the 
tomb of a kinsman – adds a fevered quality to 
some of his interior angles and spaces, and 
there are elements of this in Max’s work of later 

would enjoy). His skill and craftsmanship shine 
through these pieces: the Bergian/Wagnerian 
texture and slow build near the close of the 
string sextet The Last Island (a wonderfully 
strong piece of writing), the unbearably sad 
conclusion of the String Trio, and his final 
utterance, the String Quartet Movement 
(2016), which ends inconclusively in a peaceful, 
light upward trajectory – simple and yet 
enigmatically profound.

© 2017 William Conway

From the beginning of the group’s existence 
Hebrides Ensemble played Max’s smaller-scale 
music, in particular the music theatre pieces as 
they were closer to the size of our group than 
the larger-scale chamber works which he had 
written up to that time. He had been immersed 
in orchestral works and concertos, but was soon 
to embark on his remarkable series of string 
quartets as well as a huge flurry of smaller-scale 
works. 

Through my work with him on Strathclyde 
Concerto No 2, I developed a strong 
professional relationship with Max. He was 
a great friend and supporter of Hebrides 
Ensemble and was delighted to write the 
String Trio for us to perform at the St Magnus 
International Festival (which he himself had 
founded in 1977). This was followed by the 
Oboe Quartet. Both pieces bear the hallmarks of 
Max’s later style: the prevalence of the Scotch 
snap or Lombard rhythm throughout; the use of 
composed folk tunes which, although his own 
original compositions, carry with them a sense 
of nostalgia and past times; the asymmetrical 
phrase and bar lengths; the metric modulations 
which create a sense of organic development 
through the works; his acutely sensitive 
choice of harmony; and above all, the rigorous 
architectural organisation. 

This album contains music from the latter part 
of Max’s life and demonstrates a maturing 
process, like a fine wine (an analogy I know he 



With programmes that are diverse, imaginative 
and inspiring, Hebrides Ensemble has 
established itself as one of the foremost 
chamber music collectives in the UK. Co-
founded and led by its artistic director, the 
cellist and conductor William Conway, the 
Ensemble is renowned for its fresh and 
intelligent approach to programming, which 
places contemporary music at the heart of a 
diverse range of repertoire. 

The Ensemble’s flexibility is its strength. 
It draws its performers from a pool of the 
most outstanding musicians in the UK and 
beyond, ensuring the exceptional performance 
standards for which it has become renowned. 
This is an international ensemble with its roots 
in Scottish culture – a collective committed to 
supporting the next generation of performers 
and composers, particularly those with links 
to Scotland. In 2009, its achievements were 
acknowledged by the Royal Philharmonic 
Society Awards, with a nomination in the 
Chamber Music category. And as Hebrides 
Ensemble celebrated its twenty-fifth birthday 
in 2016, it launched the next phase of its 
pioneering digital strategy, which allows 
audiences around the world to be part of every 
performance the Ensemble gives, using live 
streaming, Twitter feeds and cutting-edge 
digital technology. 

Biographies

Hebrides Ensemble performs regularly at 
venues and festivals throughout the UK and 
Europe, and is regularly featured in broadcasts 
for BBC Radio 3. In recent years, the Ensemble 
has given premieres at the Muziekgebouw in 
Amsterdam, at King’s Place and the Wigmore 
Hall in London, and at the Aldeburgh Festival 
and Edinburgh International Festival.

The Last Island is Hebrides Ensemble’s second 
recording in a series of composer-focused 
discs with Delphian. The first, in which the 
Ensemble was joined by Brindley Sherratt 
and Synergy Vocals in a premiere recording 
of James MacMillan's Since it was the day 
of Preparation … (DCD34168), went straight 
to No 1 in the Specialist Classical Chart on its 
release in July 2016, and also received a five-
star review from Choir & Organ magazine and 
an Editor’s Choice in Gramophone.

William Conway is an internationally 
renowned cellist and conductor, whose 
performances have been described as 
‘astonishingly convincing’ (Opera magazine), 
‘a tour de force’ (The Guardian), with ‘a flair 
for the unpredictable’ (Financial Times). On 
the podium, he is known for his conviction, 
clarity and intelligent musicianship, while his 
collaborations with Hebrides Ensemble – of 
which he is the Artistic Director and founding 
member – have been praised for their fresh 
and inspirational approach to programming. 

Born in Glasgow, Conway studied at the Royal 
Scottish Academy of Music and then at the 
Royal College of Music in London, before 
returning to Scotland to take up the position 
of Principal Cello with the Scottish Chamber 
Orchestra, a post he held for ten years. He is 
a founding member and Co-principal Cello of 
the Chamber Orchestra of Europe, and has 
worked with many of the great conductors 
including Claudio Abbado, Paavo Berglund, 
Pierre Boulez, Carlo Maria Giulini, Bernard 
Haitink, Nikolaus Harnoncourt, Herbert von 
Karajan, Lorin Maazel, Yannick Nézet-Séguin 
and Simon Rattle. He is a passionate advocate 
of contemporary music and has commissioned 
and performed a huge range of premieres, 
with works dedicated to him by both Sir Peter 
Maxwell Davies and Sir James MacMillan.

His work with Hebrides Ensemble, described 
by The Scotsman as ‘one of the most 
innovative and thrilling ensembles in Europe’, 
underpins his commitment to new music. 
By placing it at the heart of a diverse range 
of repertoire, often in new and surprising 
contexts, Hebrides Ensemble encourages 
audiences to approach familiar music with 
fresh ears. Conway’s dedication to developing 
contemporary music has been recognised 
by an award from the Scottish Society of 
Composers for an outstanding contribution to 
new music.

As a conductor, William Conway studied in 
Helsinki with Jukka-Pekka Saraste and was 
a finalist and prizewinner in the 1994 Leeds 
Conductors’ Competition. Since then, he has 
established himself as a versatile conductor in 
chamber, symphonic and operatic repertoire. 
He is Music Director of Edinburgh Studio 
Opera and is Artistic Director and Head of 
Strings and Chamber Music at St Mary’s 
Music School in Edinburgh. He broadcasts 
regularly on BBC Radio 3 and has recorded for 
Linn Records, Unicorn-Kanchana, Deutsche 
Grammophon and Delphian Records. 

He plays on a cello from 1695 by Giovanni 
Tononi of Bologna.



The Cellist of Sarajevo: chamber music by David Wilde
Red Note Ensemble
DCD34179 (two discs)

David Wilde – extraordinary pianist and musician, pupil of Franz Reizenstein and 
Nadia Boulanger – is the veteran of nine Delphian piano recordings, documenting 
his remarkable Indian summer as a performer. Now, the label turns to his 
compositional output: cellist Robert Irvine and his colleagues in Red Note 
Ensemble survey the works that emerged from Wilde’s ‘Bosnian’ period, when 
he travelled to besieged Sarajevo to help preserve the city’s cultural life, earning 
him the friendship of colleagues including the heroic members of the Sarajevo 
String Quartet.

Wilde has made his home in Scotland since his retirement from teaching in 
Hanover, and the respect in which he is held by the leading chamber musicians 
of his adopted country shines through here, in their performances of music 
which recalls his earlier life in Central Europe and bears witness to a dark period 
in late twentieth-century history.

Knight Errant: solo music for trumpet
Mark O’Keeffe
DCD34049

In medieval times a knight errant would wander the land in search of adventures 
and noble exploits. Here, Mark O’Keeffe takes a journey around the virtuoso 
repertory for modern trumpet, including several self-commissioned works, and 
wins his spurs in this stunning debut recital.

‘Freed from the terrifying complexities of contemporary harmony, wild and 
breathless melody breaks free here. No other solo instrument has the expressive 
range of the trumpet as played by the golden-tongued Irish virtuoso O’Keeffe, 
who seizes the ear with […] foghorn greeting and rhythmic zip in Maxwell 
Davies’s Litany for a ruined chapel’
– The Times, May 2007

Also available on Delphian

James MacMillan: Since it was the day of Preparation …
Brindley Sherratt bass, Synergy Vocals, Hebrides Ensemble
DCD34168

The first disc in a new recording partnership between Hebrides Ensemble and 
Delphian Records presents Sir James MacMillan’s extraordinary setting – by 
turns intimate and dramatic – of the Resurrection story as told in St John’s 
Gospel. As at the work’s premiere at the 2012 Edinburgh International Festival, 
the Ensemble and its director William Conway (the work’s dedicatee) are joined 
by bass Brindley Sherratt in the role of Christ, and by a pristine quartet of singers 
from Synergy Vocals. A significant landmark in MacMillan’s career, Since it 
was the day of Preparation … now inaugurates a series of recordings set to 
document Hebrides Ensemble’s outstanding contribution to Scottish cultural life.

‘Here we have the latest in a stream of major works which express [MacMillan’s] 
deeply held Catholicism, and for my money it is by far and away the most 
effective … Hebrides Ensemble provide eloquent testimony to the sustained 
impact of MacMillan’s writing’ — Gramophone, August 2016, EDITOR’S CHOICE

Peter Maxwell Davies: Sacred Choral Works
Choir of St Mary’s Cathedral, Edinburgh / Matthew Owens;
Michael Bonaventure organ
DCD34037

In the 1960s few would have predicted that Peter Maxwell Davies would 
eventually write a set of Evening Canticles; yet religious texts have always been 
of fundamental importance to the composer, as this album vividly demonstrates 
by bringing together sacred masterworks from both ends of his career. Tough, 
uncompromising and of surpassing beauty, Davies’s major contributions to 
the Anglican repertoire are given thrilling voice by these fearless champions of 
contemporary liturgical music.

‘Davies is a composer with a religious sensibility who doesn’t believe in religion, 
and that tension of heart and mind informs his writing’

– Sunday Times, February 2014

★★★★★ review
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